'I cannot call you friends, and I will not call you gentlemen. This plague of the country is now raging with greater fury than ever, and I think it proper to address you on the subject. You are called yeoman cavalry; though perhaps more than half of you are loan-mongers, tax-gatherers, dead-weight people, stock-jobbers, shagbag attorneys, bailiffs (mostly Scotch), toad-eating shopkeepers, who are ready to perform military duty towards the "lower orders" in order at once to give evidence of your gentility, and to show your gratitude towards your rich customers for their paying your long bills without scruple. A very great part of you come in under one or the other part of this description; but to those of you who are farmers; that is to say who have land in your occupation; and who grow corn, and rear cattle, and who have barns, ricks and other things, liable to be set fire to; to you only do I address myself upon this occasion, being well aware that my arguments would produce no impression whatever upon your comrades above-mentioned. First of all, call the roll of your corps over, and see how many of them there are who are not interested in the taxes and the tithes, either immediately or through their relations, landlords or somebody else. When you have called the roll, and have separated yourself from the rest, get into a plain room, pull off your hairy caps, your parti-coloured jackets and your Wellington-boots; put on your own Christian-like clothes, your high shoes well-nailed; and then pick out someone with a good strong voice to read to you that which I am about to write.' Twopenny Trash, January 1 l832, P. 145-46.
In 'Sir, Writing by Candlelight', (New Society, 24 December l970 1 
), Edward
Thompson also addressed himself to the middle-classes in their role of guardians of law and order, though he is concerned with the construction of moral panic through the correspondence columns of The Times rather than with the volunteer militia.
Thompson introduces his polemic with a quotation, and then placed it amidst historical precedents which include those of the early 1800s. Nine years later, in l979, the majority reaction to the disturbances of the 'Winter of Discontent' ushered in the Thatcher Governments.
'Let the power workers dim the street lamps, or even plunge whole districts into utter darkness, the lights of righteousness and duty burn all the brighter from 10,000 darkened drawing-rooms in Chelsea or the Surrey Hills.
"Sir,
May I, writing by candlelight, express my total support for the government in their attempt to halt the unbelievably inflated wage claims now being made?
inquired one correspondent to The Times (12 December). Undoubtedly he may and will.
(Writing by Candlelight, P. 39)
Thompson is describing what 'an epistolary levée en masse' of the readers of The Times, though in passing he refers to the 'true, physical levées en masse of the bourgeoisie against the plebs (The Volunteers against the Jacobins in l800, the Yeomanry against the poor of Peterloo, the Specials against the Chartist 10 April, the debs and Oxbridge undergraduates against the General Strike.'
The Yeomanry referred to are the self-same forces against whom Cobbett was writing twelve years later. Thompson, like Cobbett, contrasts the lives of ordinary citizens to the fevered representations in the minds of the middle classes.
Thompson's version of everyday life and its needs is, however, a fully modern one:
'The grand lesson of the "emergency" was this; the intricate reciprocity of human needs and services -a reciprocity of which we are, every day, the beneficiaries. In our reified mental world we think we are dependent upon things. What other people do for us is mediated by inanimate objects; the switch, the water tap, the lavatory chain, the telephone receiver, the cheque through the post. That cheque is where the duties of the good bourgeois end. But let the switch, or the tap, the chain or the receiver fail, and then the bourgeois discovers -at once -enormous 'oughts' within the reciprocal flow.
But these 'oughts' are always the moral obligations of other people; the sewage workers ought not to kill fish, the dustmen ought not to encourage rats, the power workers ought not to imperil invalids, and -this week it will be -the postmen ought not to deny bronchitic old-age pensioners their Christmas parcels from grandchildren in Australia. Why, all these people owe a duty to the "community."
What the duty of the community is to these people is less firmly stated.'
(op. cit., P. 47.)
Thompson and Cobbett
There are far more index references (59) to William Cobbett than to anyone else in 'In quitting FRANT I descended into a country more wooded than that behind me. I asked a man whose fine woods those were that I pointed to, and I fairly gave a start, when he said, 'the MARQUIS CAMDEN'S.' Milton talks of the Leviathan in a way to make one draw in one's shoulders with fear; and I appeal to anyone, who has been at sea when a whale has come near the ship, whether he has not, at the 
Instructions to Labourers for Raising Cobbett's Corn.
I will first describe this corn to you. It is that which is sometimes called corn; and sometimes people call it Indian wheat. It is that sort of corn which the disciples ate as they were going up to Jerusalem on the Sabbath day. They gathered it in the fields as they went along, and ate it green, they being "an hungered", for which, you know, they were reproved by the Pharisees. I have written a treatise on this corn, in a book which I sell for two and sixpence, giving a minute account of the qualities, the culture, the harvesting, and the various uses of this corn; but I shall here confine myself to what is necessary for a labourer to know about it, so that he may be induced to raise, and may be enabled to raise enough of it in his garden to 'You must be quite sensible that I cannot have any motive but your good in giving you this advice, other than the delight that I take and the pleasure which I derive from doing that good. You are all personally unknown to me: in all human probability not one man in a thousand will ever see me. You have no more power to show your gratitude to me than you have to cause me to live for a hundred years.'
(In fact, Cobbett is by now 68, and lived only for four more years). 'I do not desire that you should deem this a favour received from me. The thing is worth your trying at any rate. (P. 233).
After this reflection on the impersonal nature of mass communication, Cobbett concludes in practical mode, listing fifty gentlemen to whom he has promised to send parcels of corn seed, to pass on to such labourers as they may choose, together with his little manual of instruction. Among those named is the widow Mason, the mother of the two transported labourers he has mentioned earlier. and, in relation to the Queen Caroline quarrel:
The Queen defies the tyrants; the Queen defied the tyrants; the Queen will defy the tyrants. 'You talk of the "punishment of nature;" you talk of "the laws of nature having doomed him and his family to starve." Now, in the first place, the laws of nature; the most imperative of her laws, bid him love and seek the gratification of that passion in the way that leads to the procreation of his species. The laws of nature bid man as well as woman desire to produce and preserve children. Your prohibition is in the face of these imperative laws; for you punish the illegitimate as well as the legitimate offspring...'
Cobbett goes on to refute the idea that there had even been a large increase of population, since it was this belief that justified Malthus's attacks on poor relief and on all attempts to raise the living standards of the poor. Cobbett noted changes in statistical classifications, the apparent absurdity of the rate of growth reported, but he then typically asks his readers to look to the evidence of their own eyes to prove to themselves that Malthus must have been wrong. He points out that the size of the rural churches that everyone sees all around the country clearly shows that there must have been large congregations to fill them in the past:
'Then, if we take a look back, we shall find that in l600 there could have been only about a couple of million of people in the country; that a couple of hundred years before there could have been no people at all in the country, or, only two or three pairs turned down as breeders, at any rate; and then, how the devil came the churches? They were built four hundred years before that; and will you, PARSON, undertake to make us believe that the churches were built without there being any body to go to them; that they were built, too, without hands.... '
Cobbett characteristically adds that even though there are supposed never to have been large congregations, nevertheless tithes are levied to support large benefices and livings for the clergy, like 'Parson Malthus.' The passage reads, and was probably written, as an speech in a imaginary debate with Malthus.
The assumption of such arguments as these is that opponents do have something to say which needs to be made known in its own terms, and then refuted. Incidentally, 'These questions can't be asked in that set of frames. They aren't proper 'political'
questions. This is partly because of the insufferable arrogance of the major political parties. Long ago they had the audacity, through parliamentary control of broadcasting, to confiscate this part of the nation's intellectual life to themselves.
Politics was defined as party politics, and then it was carved up, unequally, between them.
If John Milton or William Hazlitt 12 were still around, and wanted to break in a with a question of why or where, the managers of all the parties would gang up to keep them off. On every side a producer has to skirt around all these fenced-in estates with their party-political gamekeepers and notices saying 'PRIVATE -TRESPASSERS KEEP OUT'. Labour' seems to be even more single-minded about this than Old Labour was).
Dissenting politics in Eastern Europe transcended this pattern for a few years, but these nations now seem to have expelled their artists and intellectuals from political life, and to have defaulted to the professionalised party discourses of the Western type.
The first 'new left' attempted to create such a political space, and its failure was a damaging one so far as debate about democratic alternatives was concerned. A number of splits and divisions of political labour followed. Marxist militants found themselves confined mainly to sects, intellectuals were contained within the universities, and others who looked for more mainstream political had to struggle in the anaerobic atmosphere of the Labour Party. Thompson was comfortable with none of these roles, remaining remote from both party and sect. And having been involved in a vigorous campaign at Warwick University in l970 14 against the new managerialism of the 'business university,' (this concept really came into its own later on), he soon resigned from his academic post, preferring to work as an independent scholar. This liking for the role of a writer, polemicist, historian, and intellectual, over an institutional role, is something else which links Thompson to Cobbett.
However, the second great phase of the nuclear disarmament movement, and
Thompson's involvement as the leading figure of E.N.D., the European Campaign for Nuclear Disarmament, did make it possible for him to find a significant public role.
This phase brought a flow of political writings, two or three of which are classics 15 .
Several of these pieces were constructed as arguments with representative public figures or intellectuals of the establishment. Thompson made a major contribution to the understanding of the nuclear arms race, developing the new theory of 'exterminism'. This was the idea of a reciprocally reinforcing military-industrial system, whose technical developments edge the world ever closer to final catastrophe. The idea of a 'mode of exterminism' was an important step in Thompson's continuing evolution away from economistic Marxism, since it attributed to the military systems of the two sides the capacity to drive their entire social systems. It was because these debates had some serious intellectual substance that Thompson's arguments with leading theorists of deterrence, like Sir Michael Howard, were conducted with overt respect on his side, if with devastating irony.
In Protest and Survive, the brilliant polemic occasioned by the government's civil defence pamphlet Protect and Survive, Thompson replies to a letter to The Times by Howard, which had advocated civil defence as necessary to the credibility of the nuclear deterrent:
'We are now at last prepared to cast a more realistic eye upon Professor Howard's scenario.
According to this, the 'initially limited Soviet strike' might, in the absence of civil defence precautions, create conditions of 'political turbulence' which would prevent 'us' from using our own nuclear weapons in retaliation. This would be regrettable, since it would inhibit the escalation from 'tactical' to 'theatre' to 'second strike', seabased nuclear war. But he envisages civil defence measures 'on a scale sufficient to give protection to a substantial number of the population', enabling this number to endure the 'disagreeable consequences' which would ensure.
The object of civil defence, then, is not so much to save lives as to reduce the potential for 'political turbulence' of those surviving the first strike, in order to enable 'us' to pass over to a second and more fearsome stage of nuclear warfare. It is Professor Howard's merit that he states this sequence honestly, as a realistic, and even that he allows that the consequences will be disagreeable.'
Thompson characterised the practical advice given by the government:
....The population of this country, however, will not be invited to these bunkers, and it is an Official Secret to say where they are. The population will be sent off, with a do-it-yourself booklet (Protect and Survive), to wait in their own homes. They will be advised to go down to the ground floor or the cellar, and make a cubby-hole there with old doors and planks, cover it sandbags, books, and heavy furniture, and then creep into these holes with food and water for fourteen days, a portable ratio, a portable latrine, and, of course, a tin-opener.'
Thompson notes, however, that the government has been cannier about the likely public response to preparations for major nuclear attacks than Howard himself. :
'I suspect that, for these reasons, Professor Howard is regarded, by publicrelations-conscious persons in the Establishment, as a great patriot of NATO and an admirable fellow, but as an inexperienced politician. The people of the country have been made dull and stupid by a diet of Official Information.But they are not all that stupid, and there is still a risk -a small risk, but not one worth taking -that they might remember who they are, and become 'turbulent' before the war even got started.' and there are other writings where the touch -that is the implied relationship with his subject and his audience -are less sure. 20 .
Cobbett seemed to have a confidence in his knowledge of those he wrote about -a knowledge no doubt continually replenished by his travels -which it is hard for contemporary socialists and radicals to keep hold of. Thompson Thompson's political writing at times reflects these uncertainties.
Both for Cobbett and himself, writing seems to work best when the relationship to the subject is most intense and grounded -in agricultural life, for Cobbett, and more often in his historical writing rather than politics, for Thompson. One hopes that the models of political writing based in experience which Cobbett established, and Thompson re-created in his own work, will be emulated by new generations of writers, for the sake of the democratic practice to which both Cobbett and Thompson gave a full commitment.
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